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The Space Studies Board of the National Academy of Sci-
ences serves as the primary adviser to NASA on planetary
protection policy, which seeks to preserve conditions for
future exploration of planets and other solar system objects,
including the search for life, evidence of past life, or pre-
biotic chemistry, and to protect Earth and its biosphere from
potential extraterrestrial sources of contamination.  In 1992,
the Space Studies Board published its report, Biological
Contamination of Mars: Issues and Recommendations,
which provided the basis for a modification of the planetary
protection requirements for Mars lander missions.  With the
initiation of the Mars Surveyor series of missions and of
several other planned sample-return missions to other near-
Earth solar system objects, there is a need for an analysis of
issues related to the potential for back-contamination of the
Earth.

NASA requested that a study be undertaken to survey
and assess the state of knowledge in the areas below, rec-
ognizing that this knowledge is presently incomplete in
many respects.  The Space Studies Board was asked to
identify areas where preparatory research and/or planning
are necessary to enhance our readiness to undertake a sam-
ple return program.  Issues include:

1) The potential for a living entity to be included in a
sample to be returned from another solar system body, in
particular Mars;
2) Scientific investigations that should be conducted to
reduce the uncertainty in the above assessment;
3) The potential for large-scale effects on the terrestrial
environment resulting from release of any returned entity;
4) The status of technological measures that could be
taken on a mission to prevent the unintended release of a
returned sample into the Earth’s biosphere; and
5) Criteria for controlled distribution of sample material,
taking note of the anticipated regulatory framework.

The Space Studies Board will publish its report, Mars
Sample Return: Issues and Recommendations, in February,
1997.  The report details the scientific basis for implement-
ing planetary protection measures in any Mars sample re-
turn mission, and makes specific recommendations as to
how such measures might best be undertaken.  Members of
the committee that authored the report will discuss its con-
tents and implications.
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